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ECONOMICAL, STACKABLE CONTAINER FOR RETAIL GOODS 



FIELD OF THE INVENTION 



The present invention relates generally to containers for retaining, protecting, 
and displaying produce and other retail goods and making such containers. More 
particularly, the present application relates to a low-cost, single-blank retail goods 
container having hinged platforms which are easily movable between closed and open 
positions. 



Flat sheets of corrugated fiberboard or paperboard, typically referred to as 
blanks, have been used for many years as the starting material to form containers. For 
ease of description, corrugated fiberboard will be used by way of example, but 
paperboard is also contemplated. Corrugated fiberboard generally refers to a multi- 
layer sheet material comprised of two sheets of liner bonded to a central corrugated 
layer of medium. Given a basic size requirement specified by the customer, industry 
standards, and the preference for low cost, fiberboard container manufacturers strive 
to provide structural stacking strength with a minimal amount of corrugated 
fiberboard. A typical well-known container is a single piece tray design having a 
bottom wall, two side walls, and two end walls each hinged to the bottom wall. 
Typically, a single piece of corrugated fiberboard will be cut and scored to form a flat 
blank that will then be erected into this container. 

Typical containers for the support and transport of food articles and other retail 
goods are corrugated containers having fixed configurations. These containers must 
be filled, stacked, transported, and later unstacked on-site for display or storage 
purposes. One method of facilitating the stacking of containers is to provide 
shoulders or platforms partially covering the top openings of the containers. While 
this approach makes it easier to stack boxes without the boxes falling into each other 
(i.e., "nesting"), it has the negative result of making the container more difficult to 
load and unload. Further, there is a direct relationship between the coverage of the 
stacking platform and improved stacking ability, but there is also a direct relationship 
between the coverage of the platform and the difficulty of loading and unloading the 
container. 



BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 
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A packed container of produce or retail goods will generally hold a weight 
suitable for handling by an individual. Such containers will be generally rectangular 
and have variable dimensions. Further, these containers will normally be stacked for 
transport and storage. The cost of labor, in the form of the time required to handle the 
produce and to assemble the shipping containers, can be a significant factor in the 
overall cost of the produce. Many current containers can only be assembled by hand, 
a method that is costly and time consuming. Assembling fiberboard containers for 
setup by a machine where cooperating adjoining fiberboard sections are adhesively 
bonded to form the container can reduce cost and time. 

It is important in the production, distribution, and sale of perishable and non- 
perishable articles, such as produce and case ready meat products, that the articles are 
safely, economically, and conveniently stored for transport and safely and securely 
shipped for sale. Safe and secure storage and shipping is particularly a problem if 
heavy items must be placed in containers that are stacked upon each other. Stackable 
meat and containers often acquire, for example, bulging side or end walls, deformed 
bottom walls, or smashed corners that damage the produce due to, for example, the 
weight or movement of the produce during shipment. Further, if the environment in 
which the fiberboard container is shipped or stored is refrigerated, the moisture 
present in a refrigerated environment is likely to be absorbed by and weaken the 
container. Thus, it is important to ensure that maximum stability is maintained in a 
container throughout the shipping process so that a container holds up to forces on the 
container from goods packaged in the container, from other containers stacked atop 
the container, and from general handling of the container. 

Once the food product reaches a retail destination, the product is removed 
from the container and put on sale for use. Removing the food from the container is 
time consuming. This can be especially difficult if the container has platforms 
partially covering the top of the container and the person unloading the container must 
reach around the platforms to get to the food products. 

Thus, it is desirable to provide a container for transporting goods that is both 
durable and secure to prevent corrugation failure and damage to contents, and yet is 
easily stacked, loaded, and unloaded. 
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SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

According to one embodiment of the present invention, a container is provided 
which is economical to manufacture and easy to stack and which also provides easy 
access to space within the container for purposes of loading and unloading the 
container. 

According to one embodiment of the present invention, a container is provided 
with hinged platforms which are movable between closed positions, wherein the 
platforms make it easy to stack containers atop one another, and opened positions, 
wherein the hinged platforms do not impede access to the interior of the container and 
the container is easily loaded and unloaded. 

According to another embodiment of the present invention, a container is 
provided with comer reinforcement flaps which strengthen container side walls to 
prevent nesting and container failure. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

Other objects and advantages of the invention will become apparent upon 
reading the following detailed description and upon reference to the drawings. 

FIG. 1 is a perspective view of a stackable container embodying the present 
invention. 

FIG. 2 is a plan view of the inner surface of a blank for forming the stackable 
container in FIG. 1 . 

FIGS. 3-5 are perspective views illustrating a sequence in which the panels of 
the blank in FIG. 2 are folded to form the stackable container in FIG. 1. 

FIG. 6 is a perspective view of a container according to the present invention 
having hinged platform structures in open positions. 

FIG. 7 is a detail plan view of a blank structure used in an alternative 
embodiment of the present invention. 

FIG. 8 is a perspective detail view of an alternative hinged platform structure 
for use in another alternative embodiment of the present invention. 

FIG. 9 is a perspective detail view of another alternative structure for a 
container according to the present invention. 

FIG. 10 is a side view of another alternative structure for a container according 
to the present invention. 
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While the invention is susceptible to various modifications and alternative 
forms, a specific embodiment thereof has been shown by way of example in the 
drawings and will herein be described in detail. It should be understood, however, 
that it is not intended to limit the invention to the particular forms disclosed but, on 
5 the contrary, the intention is to cover all modifications, equivalents, and alternatives 
falling within the spirit and scope of the invention as defined by the appended claims. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION 

A successful design for a container must overcome many obstacles to achieve 

10 superior performance. A container must be inexpensive and easy to assemble. At the 
same time, a container must have tremendous structural integrity to prevent damage to 
primary packaged goods that could occur if the container were to collapse. This 
structural integrity must be maintained against forces encountered when containers are 
stacked and transported. Further, the containers must be easy to stack atop one 

15 another and, when stacked, the containers must retain great stacking strength and 
stability. A container may incorporate holes in its side walls to allow for access holes 
and airflow vents. In some applications, is also desirable for a container to be 
displayable to consumers at stores and to allow for the greatest amount of goods to be 
contained within the container while using a limited amount of material. 

20 In the past, attempted solutions to these problems have led to their own 

resultant problems, since solving one problem often exacerbates another. For 
example, comer structures that increase stacking strength commonly include elements 
that protrude into the container, reducing the amount of goods or rectilinear primaries 
the container can hold and making it more difficult to load and unload the container. 

25 Finally, even containers that feature acceptable stacking strength and structural 

integrity often encounter the problem of nesting. Nesting arises when a stacked 
container falls into a lower container. This may arise when the walls of a lower 
container bulge or when stacking tabs misalign slightly, leaving the upper container 
free to be jostled about during shipment. Nesting can result in goods in a lower 

30 container being crushed by the stacked container. If lower containers in a stack 
become nested unevenly, an entire stack of containers can topple. The problem of 
nesting has been dealt with in the past by using platforms or shoulders extending 
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across container openings, but these platforms or shoulders make containers more 
difficult to load and unload. 

An economical, stackable container 10, as shown in FIG. 1, is a preferred 
embodiment of the present invention, solving the problems described above in an 
easily- assembled solution. The container 10 is preferably constructed of corrugated 
fiberboard but it will be appreciated that the container 10 could alternatively be 
constructed of solid fiber board, heavy fiberboard, heavy plastic sheeting, or other 
suitable rigid construction materials. The container 10 includes a bottom panel 12, 
first and second side panels 14, 16, and first and second end panels 18, 20, which 
serve to form the basic structure of the container 10. The first and second side panels 
14, 16 may be longer, shorter, or the same size as the first and second end panels 18, 
20 depending on the desired use of the container 10. 

The end panels are provided with first and second hinged platform structures 
22, 24 having first and second top platforms 26, 28. The first and second hinged 
platform structures 22, 24 are movable from closed positions, as shown in FIG. 1, to 
open positions to allow for easy loading and unloading of the container 10. 
Movement of the first and second hinged platform structures 22, 24 between the 
closed positions shown in FIG. 1 and the open positions is enabled by first and second 
hinges 30, 32 which respectively connect the first and second hinged platform 
structures 22,^24 to the first and second end panels 18, 20. First and second end 
folding flaps 34, 36 are respectively positioned between the first and second hinges 
30, 32 and the first and second top platforms 26, 28. The hinges 30, 32 are preferably 
offset from a top of said container to allow the hinged platform structures 22, 24 to be 
easily moved into open positions, uncovering the entire opening at the top of the 
container 10. 

It is important that the container 10 retain structural integrity and anti-nesting 
properties during loading, shipping, and unloading of the container 10. Structural 
integrity can be maintained through the use of vertical fluting in support surfaces as 
well as through the use of reinforcing members, and anti-nesting properties are 
primarily maintained through the positioning of the top platforms 26, 28 in their 
closed positions. The overall strength of the container 10 and the proper positioning 
of the top platforms 26, 28 are both enhanced by the use of side reinforcement flaps. 
First and second side reinforcement flapsfes, 40ykre integral with the first hinged 




6 



CHICAGO 164614vl 47088-00046 



platform structure 24 and extend from the first top platform 26 to the first end folding 
flap 34. Third and fourth side reinforcement flaps 42, 44 extend from the second top 
platform 28 to the second end folding flap 36. 

Comer integrity and the stacking platform is further enhanced through the use 
of first, second, third, and fourth minor platform panels 46, 48, 50, 52. The minor 
platform panels 46, 48, 50, 52 may be formed from panels connected, respectively, to 
the first, second, third, and fourth side reinforcement flaps 38, 40, 42, 44, and they 
serve to add structural stability to the hinged platform structures 22, 24 and further to 
hold the side reinforcement flaps 38-44 in upright positions to assure their continued 
integrity. The minor platform panels 46-52 may be adhesively connected to the top 
platforms 26, 28. In some embodiments, the minor platform panels 46-52 are 
connected to the top of the top platforms 26, 28 while, in other embodiments, the 
minor platform panels 46-52 are connected to the bottom of the top platforms 26, 28. 
Instead of using an adhesive, the minor platform panels 46-52 may be connected to 
the top platforms 26, 28 via a punch-through connector without the need for adhesive. 
Punch-through connectors may include connectors, such as staples or a connection 
style of punching through the minor platform panels 46-52 and the top platforms 26, 
28, and folding over the punched out section of material. 

The overall strength of the container 10 is also improved through the use of 
multiple plies of material along walls of the container 10. For example, first, second, 
third, and fourth minor interior wall flaps 54, 56, 58, 60 may be used to enhance the 
stability of the first and second end panels 18, 20 (due to perspective, first and second 
minor interior wall flaps 54, 56 are not visible in FIG. 1). Alternatively, minor 
interior wall flaps may be provided on the side panels 14, 16. 

The strength of the container 10 against stresses applied from outside is 
enhanced through the maximization of vertical fluting in the construction. Vertical 
fluting refers to the pattern of corrugated construction running in a vertical direction 
along support walls, and a container which employs vertical fluting is stronger against 
vertically directed forces than containers having fluting in other directions. As shown 
by the cutaway "A" in FIG. 1, the side walls 14, 16 have vertically fluted corrugated 
fiberboard in a preferred embodiment. Further, as shown by cutaway "B" in FIG. 1, 
vertical fluting is also employed in the minor interior wall flaps 54, 56, 58, 60. The 
use of vertical fluting in the side walls, vertical fluting in the minor interior wall flaps, 
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and multiple plies of material along at least portions of the end walls results in a 
sturdy container which is resistant to deformation or failure as a result of stacking or 
other outside forces encountered during loading, shipping, and unloading. 

The container 10 is preferably easily and economically manufactured from a 
single blank. Turning now to FIG. 2, a plan view for a blank 62 for assembling the 
container 10 is shown. The blank 62 is preferably rectangular in shape, with a variety 
of cuts and creases or scores enabling the construction of the container 1 0. Cuts are 
represented in FIG. 2 with solid lines, while creases or scores are represented by 
dotted lines. 

Continuing to FIG. 3, the blank 62 is shown in a perspective view to 
demonstrate how the container 10 is constructed from the blank 62. The minor 
interior wall flaps 54, 56, 58, 60 are folded upwardly as shown, respectively, by 
arrows "A," "B," "C," and "D," and the side panels 14, 16 are folded upwardly as 
shown, respectively, by arrows "E" and "F." These folds preferably result in the first 
and second side panels 14, 16 being approximately orthogonal to the bottom panel 12. 
The end panels 18, 20 are folded upwardly as shown, respectively, by arrows "G" and 
"H." These folds result in the formation shown in FIG. 4. 

Next, as illustrated in FIG. 4, the first and second top platforms 26, 28 are 
folded downwardly as shown, respectively, by arrows "I" and "J," resulting in the top 
platforms 26, 28 being roughly parallel to the bottom panel 12. Next, the side 
reinforcement flaps 38, 40, 42, 44 are folded inwardly as shown, respectively, by the 
arrows "K," "L," "M," and "N" into contact with their corresponding side panels 14, 
16. These folds result in the formation shown in FIG. 5. To complete formation of 
the container 10, the minor platform panels 46, 48, 50, 52 are folded inwardly as 
shown, respectively, by the arrows "P," "Q," "R," and "S" to result in the container 10 
shown in FIG. 1. Though one folding order has been shown, it will be understood that 
other folding patterns will result in the formation of a similar container 10 from the 
blank 62. 

Turning now to FIG. 6, the container 10 is shown with the hinged platform 
structures 22, 24 in their open positions. Double-ended arrows "T" and "U" illustrate 
how the hinged platform structures 22, 24 are movable between the closed positions 
shown in FIG. 1 and the open positions shown in FIG. 6. 
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Several alternative structures may make use of the principles of the present 
invention. For example, FIG. 7 shows a detail of an alternative blank structure 64 in 
which the minor platform panels 50, 52 and the top platform 28 have been altered to 
allow for non-glued platform formation. In this embodiment, the alternative blank 
structure 64 uses rollover scores 66 to allow a rollover panel 68 to be folded into a 
double thickness for the top of the resulting hinged platform structure. In this 
embodiment, the rollover panel 68 is folded over during container formation so that 
rollover tabs 70 insert into rollover tab receptacles 72. In this and other embodiments, 
a handhold cutout 74 may be positioned below the hinge 32 for easy carrying after the 
container 10 is formed. 

Turning now to FIG. 8, another alternative hinged platform structure is shown. 
The hinged platform structure of FIG. 8 includes a stacking tab cutout 76 for 
accepting a stacking tab 78. The stacking tab 78 may be a simple extension of the side 
panel 14, or it may be a partial panel rollover tab as disclosed in U.S. Patent 
Application No. 09/693,387, entitled "Produce Container And Method For Making The 
Same," filed on October 20, 2000, and assigned to the assignees of the present 
application, which is incorporated herein by reference in its entirety. The hinged 
platform structure may also include a full panel rollover tab as well. This formation 
increases the stability of the hinged platform structure 22 and also makes it possible to 
more positively hold the stacking platform in the closed position. 

FIG. 9 shows another detailed view of an alternative construction of a 
container according to the present invention. In the embodiment shown in FIG. 9, the 
container 10 is provided with side shoulder walls 80 extending inwardly from the side 
panels. FIG. 9 shows a side shoulder wall 80 extending inwardly from the first side 
panel 14. In this embodiment, the container 10 is further strengthened against 
sidewall deflection or bulge during shipment, and the side shoulder wall 80 provides 
another platform on which an above-stacked container can rest. The side shoulder 
walls 80 may be folded beneath the hinged platform structure 22 for shipment and 
may automatically spring open or be easily folded open when the hinged platform 
structure 22 is moved into an open position. 

Turning now to FIG. 10, a container 90 according to another embodiment of 
the present invention is shown. The container 90 includes first and second angled 
hinged platform structures 92, 94, first and second angled sidewalls 96, 98, and a 
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bottom panel 100. The first and second angled hinged platform structures 92, 94 and 
first and second angled sidewalls 96, 98 are angled slightly outward relative to the 
bottom wall 100. The first and second angled hinged platform structures 92, 94 may 
also each include a pair of corner tabs 102, 104, 106, 108. The corner tabs 102, 104, 
106, 108 are used to hold a container that is stacked on top of the present container 90. 
The angled platforms 92, 94 and the sidewalls 96, 98 allow the bottom panel of 
another container to easily fit inside the corner tabs 102, 104, 106, 108. The size of 
the angle is a function of the depth and width of the box. 

While the present invention has been described with reference to one or more 
particular embodiments, those skilled in the art will recognize that many changes may 
be made thereto without departing from the spirit and scope of the present invention. 
For example, tear-tape may be provided along the hinges 30, 32 of the container to 
allow for easy removal of the hinged platform structures 22, 24 once the container 10 
has reached its destination. Further, rather than having only two hinged platform 
structures 22, 24, the container 10 may be provided with four platform structures 
which articulate independently of each other. Each of these embodiments and obvious 
variations thereof is contemplated as falling within the spirit and scope of the claimed 
invention, which is set forth in the following claims. 
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